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Many of the complex events occurring in the ner- 
vous system are mediated through membrane 
systems. Study of the properties of neural mem- 
branes is therefore of value to neurobiologists in 
providing some simplification of the problem of 
understanding nervous function. Selected aspects 
of the topic are included in this book which is 
based on a collection of papers given at a con- 
ference in Taiwan in August 1982. No attempt has 
been made to cover comprehensively the subject 
implied by the title; for example, there is little on 
neural surface antigens. The emphasis and indeed 
the value of this book is in it serving to illustrate 
the unexpectedly dynamic role of lipids in a wide 
range of neural functions. 
The first nine articles deal with different aspects 
of the biochemistry of membrane phospholipids 
and arachidonic acid. It is made clear that 
phospholipids act not only as structural com- 
ponents but also as metabolically active molecules. 
Examples are changes in acyl group composition 
of synaptosomal phospholipids which may modify 
transmitter uptake or the involvement of lipids in 
signal exchange mechanisms. Some of the lipid 
molecules produced may themselves act as 
messengers (e.g., prostaglandins converted from 
arachidonate) and facilitate subsequent activity or, 
as indicated by some authors, be involved in 
pathological change following oedema, ischaemia 
or convulsions. It also seems that lipids are likely 
to be required for regulating ion influxes; thus 
leukotriene and phosphatidic acids can act as 
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calcium ionophores. Methylation of phosphatidyl- 
ethanolamine and phosphoinositol turnover are 
implicated in events following receptor binding. 
In part two some 100 pages are devoted to dif- 
ferent aspects of receptor biochemistry. There are 
short reports of research on GABA and ben- 
zodiazepine receptors, on dopamine and 
serotonin-binding proteins and their modulation 
by lipid or ascorbate. Recent interest in the diverse 
functions of gangliosides is reflected in six articles 
on the subject. Thus there is discussion of the 
possible connection between ganglioside-induced 
neurogenesis at the cellular level and the mode of 
action of the glycolipid in the whole brain. Not on- 
ly are gangliosides involved at membrane surfaces 
in developmental processes and in regeneration but 
there is increasing evidence of these lipids acting as 
receptors for a variety of ligands - interferon, 
viruses, toxins (e.g., cholera) and glycoprotein 
hormones. 
The articles in part three and the abstracts at the 
end of the book do not easily fit in with the overall 
theme (for example, the chemistry of myelin basic 
protein or the neurotoxic effect of metals) and 
valuable contributions may well be obscured. Cer- 
tainly this book will be of value to the specialist 
reader but it is a pity that despite the use of 
camera-ready copy, costs were not reduced and 
publication speedier. 
A.N. Davison 
190 
